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The issue of women representation on corporate boards has received considerable attention in recent years. This is 
because, for one, women are under-represented on corporate boards despite their high participation in the workforce. 
Secondly, research has shown that women on boards create economic value in firms. It is believed that women bring 
different attitudes, values, and expertise to boards that are effective in connecting firms with resources controlled by 
women. In Malaysia, the establishment of a ministry which specifically promotes the development of women in 
Malaysia in 2001 was seen a catalyst for women empowerment. In 2004, the Government adopted a policy to appoint 
30% women at the decision making levels in the public sector. In 2011, the government extended the policy to the 
private sector and set 2016 as the year for meeting the target. This paper seeks to determine the level of women 
participation on boards in 2010 and examine the profiles of the women, as well as the companies that appoint women 
to their boards. It also examines the characteristics of firms whose boards are represented by women. We observe 
that companies whose boards are represented by women perform better in terms of ROA, tend to have larger and 
younger boards, and more likely to be family-owned, and GLCs. The appointment of women directors is also 





The under-representation of women in the top management, particularly on the corporate boards has become a major 
concern for corporations, government policymakers, the media and researchers across the globe. The proportion of 
women in top management is not in line with the rising proportion of women in the workforce and the fact that women 
control the overall consumer spending. The importance of women in top management and the values that they bring 
in to companies are some of the things that should not be ignored. Norway, paving the way for other countries to 
emulate, has taken the lead on this issue, by introducing a law which requires corporate boards to have at least 40 
percent of each gender by 2008.  Other countries such as Italy, France, Spain, Belgium, Iceland, Netherlands and 
Finland are following Norway’s footstep by introducing quotas in the past few years. In other jurisdictions such as the 
UK, US, Canada and Australia, women representation is still on a voluntary basis (Delloitte, 2013).  
 
Among the Asian countries, the government of India requires its public companies to have at least one woman 
director (Deloitte, 2013). In other Asian countries, such as China, Hong Kong, Indonesia and Singapore, no quota for 
women directors has been introduced; however, the initiatives towards promoting gender equality on boards through 




As far as Malaysia is concerned, in 2011, the Malaysian Cabinet approved a policy where corporate companies must 
achieve at least 30 percent representation of women in decision-making positions by 2016 (The Star, June 27, 2011). 
This policy is an extension of a similar policy introduced in 2004 for civil services which saw an increase of women 
participation at the top management level from 18.8 percent in 2004 to 31.2 percent in 2010 (The Star, 28 June, 
2011). The policies show that the Malaysian Government is not only supportive of women's roles and success, but 
also encourages them to move further ahead in their careers by becoming corporate decision makers.  
 
Research suggests that women play a significant role in enhancing board effectiveness and company performance. 
Previous findings, although mixed, provide evidence that women’s participation is positively associated with firm 
performance (see for example Singh et al. (2001) in the UK, Nguyen and Faff (2007) in Australia, Smith et al. (2006) 
in Denmark, Erhardt et al. (2003) in the U.S, and Abdullah et al. (2012) in Malaysia). However, the representation of 
women on the board is not encouraging, despite the relatively high percentage of women in the workforce, and the 
persistent demand for increased appointments of women on the board.  
 
Several surveys have been conducted to examine the representation of women on boards of Malaysian companies. A 
study by Abdullah et al. (2012) on all public listed companies in 2008 shows that women occupied 7.7 percent of the 
board seats. According to a survey by Bank Negara, the number of top women appointments in 200 companies listed 
in Bursa Malaysia as of November 2010 was only 7.6 percent, and only 45 women or 6 percent were appointed to 
become board members of financial institutions as of April 2011 (The Star, 28 June, 2011).  
 
Except for the study by Abdullah et al. (2012), other Malaysian studies merely examined selected sampled 
companies, for example the top 100 or 300 companies (Bank Negara, 2011; Abdullah and Ku Ismail, 2013; and 
Zainal et al., 2013). All companies listed on Bursa Malaysia in 2010 are the subjects of our investigation. While 
Abdullah et al. (2012), examined companies during the 2008 financial crisis, we extend the study to 2010 to find out if 
boards with women are associated with better firm performance in good times. We also analyze the profile of women 
directors as of 2010 to give a better picture of who the women directors are. In addition, we examine the 
characteristics of firms that are more likely to appoint women as directors.  This study will be a great contribution to 
the Malaysian business environment as it will provide insightful information about women directors and unveils the 
importance of women as corporate top decision makers.  
 
The remaining of the paper is structured as follows. Next, a review of literature will be presented, followed by a 
discussion on research methods. Then, we will present and discuss the results. Finally, this paper ends with a 





Women Directors  
 
A significant improvement in the proportion of woman directors has been noted over the last decade in some 
developed countries. For instance, in the U.S, the proportion of female directors was only 4.7 percent in 1987 but it 
rose 16 percent in 2011 (Catalyst. 2012). A similar pattern was also observed in the UK where the proportion of 
female directors on UK FTSE 100 has increased from merely 3.7 percent in 1995 to 8.6 percent in 2003(Conyon and 
Mallin, 1997; and Vinnicombe and Singh, 2003)  and to 15 percent in 2011 (Delloite, 2013). In Australia, the 
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proportion improved slightly from 8.6 per cent to 10.37 per cent in 2003 (Kang, Cheng and Gray, 2007) and to 17.3 
percent in 2011 (Delloite, 2013). However, the increase is not encouraging given that there is a large pool of women 
having the ability to attain board positions.  
 
In Norway, however, the situation is different. The approach taken by the Norwegian government at increasing female 
directorship on the boards is through legislation. Large companies in Norway are required to have at least 40 percent 
women on the board of directors beginning in 2006. Smith et al. (2006) cited that the proportion of women directors 
increased from 6 percent in 2000 to 22 percent in 2003, that is, before the law was enforced. In 2011, women 
represented 42 percent of the boards of big companies. Next after Norway, Finland recorded a 27 percent women’s 
representation on large companies’ boards of directors in the same year European Commission, 2012). 
 
Stephenson (2004) discussed the reasons why women, in particular, should be on the boards. First, research shows 
that boards with more women are more likely to give more attention to audit and risk oversight and control. Second, 
women directors would help companies attract and retain valuable female employees, and promote positive attitudes 
among female employees. Finally, women directors do not only focus on financial performance measures, but also 
emphasize on non-financial performance measures such as innovation and social responsibilities.  
 
In their review of 400 published references, Terjesen et al. (2009) find, among others, that women influence 
governance and financial performance. Fondas (2000) argues that the presence of women directors helps a board 
execute its strategic function because their experience is often closely aligned with company needs. For example, she 
notes that women may have a slight edge over men in terms of impacting strategic planning. Consequently, women 
can potentially help the board fulfills its strategic role (Zaltman, 1997). On top of that, women directors commonly 
attribute their success on the board to hard work, demonstrating their willingness to work hard, and their commitment 
to male colleagues (Bradshaw and Wicks, 2000). 
 
Selby (2000) interviewed women board members from top US firms and observed that by including gender diversity 
on their boards firms concomitantly included diversity in other experiences and values. She notes that the 
“questioning culture” of a board can be influenced, in a positive respect, by having women board members. Bilimoria 
and Wheeler (2000) and Mattis (2000) are supportive of the above, stating that women directors help foster 
competitive advantage by dealing effectively with diversity in labour and product markets. Bilimoria and Wheeler 
(2000) see women directors as champions for change because they tend to be younger than their male counterparts 
and are open to relatively newer ideas and approaches to doing businesses. 
 
One of the reasons as to why women are not occupying the boards is that women do not have the operational 
experience required (Stephenson 2004). Another reason is that in general women are not as ambitious and they do 
not have the drive to advance to the top. Thus, they are often invisible to male CEOs who are usually responsible to 
appoint board members. A survey by Burke (1997) on Canadian women directors reveals that the main reason for so 
few women directors on the board is that the CEOs do not know where to look for women directors. This is followed in 
turn by: companies are not looking for women directors; companies perceive that women are not qualified; and 
companies are afraid to take on women not already on boards. The findings by Talmud and Izraeli (1999) lend partial 
support for a view of gender as a social institution and directors as a gendered occupation. 
Bilimoria and Piderit (1994) argue that women are quite literally being kept out of the spotlight. It is obvious that 
women face a number of additional hurdles compared to men to reach the top. These include greater efforts needed 
to find appropriate mentors (Ibarra, 1992), and difficulties in gaining senior sponsorship or promotion because of 
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demographic similarity preferences held by senior males (Varma and Stroh, 1998). There is the need for greater 
visibility and “political seasoning'' (Mainiero, 1994), and there is a tendency for females to be protected from or not 
allocated to the most challenging assignments (Ohlott et al., 1994). More importantly, women face difficulties in 
gaining international experience, an essential trait essential in becoming a CEO (Daily et al., 2000). 
 
Burke (1997) reports that the main reason for the lack of progress is the uncertain feeling of senior directors about 
female executives' ability to perform at top level due to lack of business and corporate experience. The most common 
ways for women's names to be brought to the CEO's attention were recommendations from board members and 
being known personally to the CEO. CEOs believed that there were extremely few women who met the criteria for the 
appointment, and had difficulty in finding appropriate candidates. Similar findings are reported by Ragins et al. (1998). 
These suggest the need for better upward networking by women, who tend to be less instrumental than men in 
initiating and maintaining upwards relationships (Ibarra, 1992; Vinnicombe et al. (2000). 
 
 
Role of Women Directors in Malaysia 
 
The poor representation of women in top management is also a major issue in Malaysia. According to the Women, 
Family and Community Development Department, in 2010, women constituted almost half the Malaysian population 
and they made up 47.3 percent the country’s workforce. By 2015, the government hopes to increase that to 55 
percent (The Star, 9 March, 2011). In fact, in recent years, a majority of students in tertiary education, including in 
Malaysia are females. Currently, there are more than 60 percent females at government-assisted universities in 
Malaysia. As a result, more women are entering into the workforce. Thus, the pool of potential and qualified women 
who could serve on the board is large. However, women’s representation on the board of Malaysian companies has 
not been reflective of the workforce statistics. A survey by the Ministry of Woman, Family and Social Development 
(MWFSD) on a mere 50 companies reveals that the participation of women on the BODs from the year 2001 to 2005 
was constant at about 10.2 percent. Alas, the figure decreased significantly to 7.6 percent and 5.3 percent in 2006 
and 2007, respectively. In 2008, the figure stood at 7.7 percent (Abdullah et al., 2012). In support of women’s roles 
and success, the Cabinet of Malaysia has approved a policy that women must comprise at least 30% females in 
decision-making positions in the corporate sector (The Star, 27 June 27, 2011).  
 
A recent survey by the TalentCorp and ACCA (2012) in Malaysia found that the main factor that contributes to the 
under-representation of women in senior positions is family commitment. Respondents also opine that the lack of 
social acceptance for women occupying leadership roles is another factor. It is even more difficult in a male 




Prior Empirical Evidence 
 
Empirical research on the association between women directors and company performance mainly are well-
discussed in Western countries. Although the findings are mixed, recent evidence tend to support the notion that 
women’s representation on the board would enhance company performance. In the UK, Singh et al. (2001) examined 
FTSE 100 companies in 1999 and 2000, and revealed that more women directors were found in companies that were 
more profitable. Nguyen and Faff (2006-2007) observed 832 Australian companies over a two-year period from 2000 
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to 2001. Using simple Tobin’s Q as a measure of performance, they provide evidence that increased women’s 
participation on the boards is associated with enhanced firm value. Smith et al. (2006) conducted a panel study of 
2,500 Danish firms over the years 1993 to 2001 to determine if there is any relationship between gender diversity (in 
top management posts and board of directors) and firm performance. Several performance measures are used such 
as profit margin and return on assets. The findings show that the relationship is positive, even after controlling for 
firm’s age, size, sector, and export orientation. However, Rose (2007) who also examined Danish firms (from 1998 to 
2001), failed to provide evidence that women directors influence firm performance. The results differ because of the 
difference in observation periods, and measurement used. While the former uses accounting measures, the latter 
uses Tobin’s Q to measure performance.  
 
Francoeur et al. (2008) in Canada not only examine women’s representation on the board, but also women in senior 
management. Using Financial Post’s list of 500 largest Canadian firms over a two-year period (2001 to 2003 for 
directorship and 2002 to 2004 for senior management), they provide evidence of a positive relationship between 
women’s participation in senior management and firm performance, and no relationship between women’s 
representation on the board and performance. Although the involvement of women on the board does not appear to 
influence firm performance, Francoeur et al. (2008) provide an indication that firms with a high participation of women 
in both management team and board generate sufficient value to keep up with normal stock market returns. 
 
In the U.S, Carter et al. (2003) observed 638 Fortune 1000 firms in 1997. After controlling for firm size, industry and 
several corporate governance measures, they found that participation of women on the boards increases firm value 
(Tobin’s Q). The finding is supported by Erhardt et al. (2003) who examined the relationship between board diversity 
(ethnic and gender diversity) on firm performance (return on assets and return on investments) of 127 large 
companies in the U.S. Board diversity is measured by dividing the total number of nonwhites and women executive 
directors by the total number of executive directors. Results indicate that there is a positive association between 
board diversity and firm performance. Examining Fortune 500 companies in 1991 to 1999, Farrell and Hersch (2005), 
found that women are likely to serve on better performing boards. However, an event study fails to find evidence that 
women’s appointment to the board is value enhancing. There appeared to be insignificant abnormal returns following 
the announcement of a woman added to the board of directors. 
 
Burke (2000a) found significant correlation coefficients between the number of women directors and revenue, assets, 
number of employees and profit margins for Canadian firms. Burke (2000b) evidenced that firms should expand their 
searches beyond the traditional talent pools. He also notes that women can add important symbolic value both inside 
and outside the organization, linking the firm with other constituencies. 
 
Shrader et al. (1997) reported a positive link between women (diversity) in management positions with firm financial 
performance. They explain the positive performance relationship by suggesting that these companies were recruiting 
from a relatively larger talent pool, and subsequently recruited more qualified applicants regardless of gender. 
Similarly, Campbell and Vera (2010) found positive reactions of share market in Spain when woman is appointed as 
board of directors, suggesting investors’ confidence on the appointment. 
 
Evidence from some of the earlier studies somehow shows that women’s representation on the board is not 
necessarily associated with improved firm performance. For example, Zahra and Stanton (1988) find no relationship 
between the total of percentage of women on the board and return on equity. Kalleberg and Leicht (1991) found no 
difference in growth of business earnings based on the owner’s gender. In a study by Loscocco et al. (1991), female-
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owned businesses generated less sales volume and earned less income compared to male-owned businesses. 
Lustgarten (1995) also found that self-employed women-owned businesses had lower earnings compared to self-
employed men.  
 
In Malaysia, several empirical studies have been conducted to associate women corporate directors and firm 
performance. Amran (2011) finds that female-led companies have lower firm performance as compared to male-led 
companies. Based on the study on Malaysian family companies for year 2003 to 2007, she reveals that male-led 
companies have shown a higher Tobin’s Q. In a study covering the period 2005 to 2006 and based on 300 large 
firms, Zainal et al. (2013) find that boards with female directors perform poorer than boards without women in terms of 
return on assets (ROA). In their survey of 841 Malaysian listed companies, Abdullah et al. (2012) support the findings 
by Amran (2011) in that firms whose boards are represented by women perform poorer than those without women 
when Tobin’s Q is employed as a measure of firm performance. However, Abdullah et al. (2012) show that women 
board representation is associated with better firm performance when the ROA is used as a measure, which 
somehow contradicts the findings by Zainal et al. (2013). The fact that the studies were conducted at different times, 
with different sample and size, and different methods may contribute to the different findings.  
 
Besides examining the association between women on boards and firm performance, Zainal et al. (2013) also 
observe if women representation on boards is associated with board size, company size (total assets), Malay 
directors and family directors. Except for firm size, they found that all the variables are associated with women 
representation on boards. Boards represented by women tend to have more board members, more Malay directors 
and more family directors. In this study, we extend the study by Zainal et al. (2013) by incorporating other variables 
such as board age, market performance, government ownership and industry in addition the existing variables. 
 
 
Research Methods  
 
The population of our study is all companies listed on the Main Market of Bursa Malaysia in 2010, totaling 844 
companies. We intend to observe all the companies; however, due to the unavailability of the annual reports and 
missing data, we ended up with 831 companies. Data on female directors and other board information are gathered 
from the annual reports.  Financial data are obtained from DataStream.  
 
Descriptive statistics are used to explain the distribution of companies with respect to women representation on 
boards, and the demographic background of women directors. We use Chi-square and Mann-Whitney U tests to 
examine if women representation on boards is associated with selected company characteristics. The selected 












Table 1: The variables, their operation measures and statistical tests adopted 
 
Variables Operation measures Statistical test 
Women’s presence 1 - one woman or more; 
0 - no women directors 
 
Market performance  Tobin’s q  Mann-Whitney U 
Accounting performance  ROA Mann-Whitney U 
Family ownership % of shares owned by family Mann-Whitney U 
Board size Number of board members Mann-Whitney U 
Company size Total assets Mann-Whitney U 
Board age  Average age of board members Mann-Whitney U 
Government ownership 1 – Goverment-linked companies  
0 – otherwise  
Chi-square 
Ethnicity 1 – majority chinese directors 
2 –  majority Malay directors 
3 – majority other directors 
Chi-square 







Out of the 831 companies observed, 386 companies (44 percent) have women on their boards, which is a mere 1 
percent increase from the 2008 figure (Abdullah et al., 2012). The number of board seats held by women in a firm 
ranges from zero to four, averaging 0.61 per company. The total number of board seats occupied by women in the 
386 companies adds up to 509, representing 8.34 percent of the total seats (See Table 2). Only 47 companies (5.5 
percent) had achieved the 30 percent quota set for women directors.  It appears that the results are about the same 
as those surveyed in 2008 (Abdullah et al., 2012). 
Table 2: Representation of women on boards 
 
Presence of women Number Percent 
0 465 56.0 
1 251 30.2 
2 90 10.8 
3 22 2.6 
4 3 0.4 
Total 831 100.0 
 Mean = 0.61 
% of women directorship Number Percent 
0% 465 56.0 
1-9% 18 2.2 










Upon tracing the individual women directors in each company, we observe that 439 women, (whose distribution is 
depicted in Table 3), held the women’s 509 seats. A majority of the women (88.6 percent) sit only on one board, some 
with multiple directorships, six being the highest.    
                    
Table 3: Women directorship 
 
Number of directorship No. of women Percent Total seats 
1 389  88.6 389 
2 36  8.2 72 
3 11  2.5 33 
4 1  0.2 4 
5 1  0.2 5 
6 1  0.2 6 
Total 439 100 509 
 
The demographic background of the 439 women directors is shown in Table 4. The average age of the women is 50 
years old, and most of them are of Chinese ethnicity (67.2 percent), and hold a university degree or a professional 
qualification.  
 
Table 4: Women individual directors’ demographic variables 
 
 No. of women   Percentage (%) 
Age:   
   Less than 30 years old     12 2.7 
   30-39 55 12.5 
   40-49 131 29.8 
   50-59 176 40.1 
   60-69 51 11.6 
  70 & above 14 3.2 
  Total 439 100 
          Mean = 50 
Ethnicity:     
   Malay           111 25.3 
   Chinese            295 67.2 
   Indian           8 1.8 
   Others           25 5.7 
   Total           439 100 
20-29% 87 10.5 
30% or more 47 5.5 
Total 831 100.0 
 Mean = 8.34%  
   Max. = 50%  
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Academic Qualification:   
   Degree/professional qualification         334 76.1 
   No degree/ professional qualification        105 23.9 
   Total         439 100 
Field of expertise:      
   Accounting        127 28.9 
   Finance    19 4.3 
   Other Business-related 89 20.3 
   Economics 21 4.8 
   Law 35 8.0 
   Science and engineering 14 3.2 
   Others 54 12.3 
   None 80 18.2 
   Total 439 100 
 
 
Women with accounting, finance and other business-related qualification appear to dominate the group. Although 
having a business qualification can be an advantage, this does not mean that women with business qualification 
stand a better chance to become a board member. Women directors are more likely to come from the business-
qualified group because the pool of women in this area is large. There are very few women directors with science and 
engineering background. This may be because the pool of women in the fields is small that companies find it difficult 
to look for women scientists and engineers. 
 
Table 5 shows the background of women directorship, which is based on 509, the total number of seats held by 
women. Forty percent of the women have a family relationship with other directors. The women are more likely to be 
non-independent directors, and executive directors. Only one-third of them sit on the audit committees and only a 
handful (7.5%) are either CEOs or chairmen.   
 
Table 5: Background of women directorship of Malaysian Firms (based on number of seats, N=509) 
 
  Number Percent 
Relationships with 
other Board members 
Spouse 75 14.7 
 Sister 57 11.2 
 Daughter 43 8.4 
 Others 20 5.7 
 None 305 59.9 
    
Independent Director Yes 167 32.8 
 No 342 67.2 
    
Executive Director Yes 220 43.2 
 No 289 56.8 
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Position CEO 22 4.3 
 Chairman 13 2.6 
 Chairman and CEO 3 0.6 
 Neither 471 92.5 
    
Audit Committee Yes 167 32.8 
 No 342 67.2 
 
 
Tables 6 and 7 show the results of the association between women board representation and some selected 
company characteristics using Mann-Whitney U and Chi-square tests. We provide evidence that woman directors are 
more likely to be in companies that have a larger ROA, larger board size, and larger family ownership. The boards 
with women directors are likely to be younger. GLCs are more likely to appoint women directors compared to non-
GLC companies. As GLCs are owned by the government, they are more likely to observe the government’s policy 
better than those that are not owned by the government. Industry classification also influences the appointment of 
women to the boards. We observe that firms in male-dominated industries such as construction, plantation and 
mining are less likely to have women directors compared to firms in other industries. Firm market performance, as 
measured by Tobin’s Q, and firm size are not associated with women representation on boards.  
 
Table 6: Results of Mann-Whitney U tests 
 
 z Asymp. Sig  
(2-tailed) 
Mean rank – 
without  women 
Mean rank – 
with women 
Return on Assets -2.001 0.045** 401.22 434.78 
Tobin’s Q -1.371 0.170 426.12 403.14 
Total assets -.778 0.436 410.25 423.31 
Board size -4.599 0.000*** 382.55 458.49 
Family ownership -7.650 0.000*** 365.53 480.12 
Board age -3.546 0.000*** 442.20 382.72 
            **Significant at 5%, ***significant at 1 % 
 
 
Table 7: Results of Chi-Square tests 
 
       GLC              Ethnicity Industry# 
GLC Non-
GLC 
Chinese Malay Others  
Women presence  54.9% 43.3% 44.1% 42.3% 50.9%  
Pearson Chi-Square 0.072* 0.512 0.046** 
                                   #Industry classification is not reported here. There are 12 industrial sectors.  





Our results support the findings of by Abdullah et al. (2012), but contradict that of Zainal et al. (2013) as far as the 
association between women representation on boards of Malaysian companies and ROA is concerned. As our 
sampled firms are almost similar to those of Abdullah et al. (2012), except that the latter was conducted during the 
2008 economic crisis, we can say that women perform better than men in bad as well as good times. On the other 
hand, Zainal et al. (2013) observed firm performance over a 5-year period (2005 to 2009) on a pool basis and 
involved only 300 large firms. Should they examine it according to years, then there would be a basis for us to make a 
fair comparison. In terms of board size, firm size and family ownership, variables which do not significantly fluctuate 





Compared to the 2008 study (Abdullah et al., 2012), our 2010 survey results do not show much improvement  as far 
as women representation on boards in concerned. Malaysian companies still have a long way to go to fulfill the 30 
percent board seats allocated for women. Extending, the work of Abdullah et al. (2012), we find that firms with women 
on boards perform better than men in bad as well as good times.  We also find that women directors are more likely to 
be found in firms with large boards, large family ownership, younger board members and GLCs. The industry a 
company belongs to would influence the appointment of women to the boards. The findings of this study may provide 
input to the authority responsible for promoting women to become directors. This study is limited in a sense that it 
does not observe if specific qualities of a woman director would contribute to the success of a company. Future 
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